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INTRODUCTION 

The Upper Cook Inlet management area consists of that portion of Cook Met north of the latitude of 
Anchor Point and is divided into the Central and Northern Districts (Figure I). The Central District is 
approximately 75 mi long, averages 32 mi in width, and is further subdivided into six subdistricts. The 
Northern District is 50 mi long, averages 20 mi in width and is divided into two subdistricts. At 
present, all five species of Pacific salmon (Oncorhyncus), razor clams (Siliqua pahdu), and Pacific 
herring (Clupeu harengus yullusi) are subject to commercial harvest in Upper Cook Inlet. Harvest 
statistics are gathered and reported by five-digit statistical areas and sub-areas. 

Since the inception of a commercial fishery in 1882, many gear types, including fish traps, gillnets, and 
seines have been employed with varying degrees of success to harvest salmon in Upper Cook Met. 
Currently, set (fixed) gillnets are the only gear permitted in the Northern District, while both set and 
drift gillnets are used in the Central District. The use of seine gear is restricted to the Chinitna Bay 
Subdistrict where they are employed only sporadically. Drift gillnets have accounted for 57% of the 
average annual salmon harvest since 1966 with set gillnets harvesting virtually all of the remainder. 

Commercial salmon harvest statistics specific to gear type and area are available only back to 1954. 
Run-timing and migration routes utilized by all species overlap to such a degree that the commercial 
fishery is largeIy mixed-stock and mixed-species in nature. Typically, the Upper Cook Met harvest 
represents approximately 5% of the statewide catch. In term of their economic value, sockeye salmon 
(0. ~zcrrlCLE) are by far the most important component of the catch followed by coho (0. kisutch), chum 
(0. keta), pink (0. gorbuscha) and chinook salmon (0. tshuwytscha). 

This report is intended to provide a brief overview of the events occurring within the commercial 
salmon fishery during the interval that has passed since the Alaska Board of Fisheries last conducted a 
comprehensive review of the area's regulations. 



1996 COMRilERCIAL SALMON FLSHERY 

The commercial harvest of 4.6 million salrnon in Upper Cook Inlet in 1996 represents a modest 
increase over the previous year and was just slightly above the long-term average (Table 1). A 
significant improvement in the sockeye salmon harvest coupled with a stable sockeye price 
produced an overall exvessel value of $30 million, up $8 million from 1995 (Table 2). 

The Alaska Board of Fisheries made numerous changes to the Upper Cook Inlet commercial 
fshing reguhtions for the 1996 season that directly affected the commercial fshery. The Kenai 
River sockeye salrnon sonar goal, as defined in 5 AAC 21.360 Kenai River Sockeye Salmon 
Management Plan, was changed from a range of 450,000 to 700,000 to a new range of 550,000 
to 800,000 for the 1996 season, 550,000 to 825,000 for the 1997 season and 550,000 to 850,000 
beginning with the 1998 season. The new goals could be reduced by the Board if "non- 
commercial f~hing,  after consideration of mitigation efforts, results in a net loss of habitat units 
on the Kenai River...". 

The Board adopted a Northern District Coho Salmon Management Plan that resulted in a 
mandatory restriction of the drift fleet to the three-rnile corridor for the fust regular period 
following July 25 and a season closing date for the drift fleet of August 9. 

The Board adopted a staff proposal defining three new sections within the Upper Subdistrict of 
the Central District. That portion of the Upper Subdistrict south of the Blanchard Line and within 
three miles of shore would was labeled the Kasilof Section, that portion north of the Blanchard 
Line but south of Colliers Dock and within 3 rmles of shore was designated the Kenai Section, 
and that portion north of Colliers Dock to Boulder Point within 1 mile of shore was identified as 
the East Foreland Section. 

Closed waters at the mouth of Cannery Creek on the west side of the Inlet were redefined to be 
all waters within one mile of the mean lower low water terminus in order to protect milling coho 
salmon near the perched stream mouth. 

All latitude and longitude references in regulation were changed to reflect the North American 
Datum of 1983. Most fishermen were already using the new charts and were not affected. 

The Board also adopted new criteria to be used when considering regulation changes for Upper 
Cook Inlet and this language was added to the Upper Cook Inlet Salmon Management Plan. 
Many proposals were not specifically addressed by the Board, which chose instead to consider 



broad topic areas. A number of proposals were set aside by the Board to be addressed at the 
November, 1996 meeting. 

Throughout the 1996 season, emergency order announcements and fishery updates were provided 
to radio stations in Homer and the Kenai-Soldotna area and to processors, fishermen's 
organizations and other agencies via electronic facsimile. Emergency orders and daily escapement 

and harvest information were also made available through 24-hour recorded message telephone 
lines. 

- 

Sockeye Salmon 

The harvest of nearly 3.9 million sockeye salmon represents the ninth highest catch on record and 
is approximately 1.5 million fish higher than the long-term average. The catch exceeded the 
forecast harvest of 3.3 million and was valued at $28.6 million or 95% of the total fishery. Prices 
paid for sockeye were very low early in the season ($0.75 per pound) but eventually equaled the 
1995 price of $1.15 per pound, generally paid retroactively to the beginning of the season. The 
distribution of the harvest between drift (57.4%) and set net gear (42.6%) was virtually identical 
to the long-term average. 

Management of the Upper Cook Inlet sockeye salmon fishery integrates information received 
from a variety of programs, which together provide an in-season model of the actual return. 
These programs include offshore test fishing, escapement enumeration by sonar and weir, 
comparative analysis of historic commercial harvest and effort levels, and age composition 
studies. Two developing programs (genetic stock identification and in-district sonar enumeration) 
are beginning to provide additional information. 

The offshore test fishing program employs a chartered gillnet vessel fishing standardized stations 
along a transect crossing Cook Inlet from Anchor Point to the Red River delta. The program 
provides an in-season estimation of sockeye salmon run-strength by determining f~sh passage rates 
(computed by correlating the vessel's daily catch with subsequent commercial harvests and 

escapement) and fitting these rates to the appropriate historic run-timing profile. Jn 1996-1998, 
the program was conducted aboard the F/V Corrina Kay captained by Roy Self. 

Hydroacoustic devices to quantlfy salmon escapement into glacial rivers were first employed in 
Upper Cook Inlet in the Kenai and Kasilof Rivers in 1968 and expanded to the Susitna River in 



1978 and the Crescent River in 1979. Operations followed standard procedures in all systems in 
1996 and no unusual problems were observed. Weirs placed on Fish Creek and Packers Creek 
and operated by Sport Fish Division and Cook Inlet Aquaculture Association respectively 
provided daily escapement counts for those systems. 

Upper Cook Inlet commercial catch statistics refined to gear type, area and date are available back 
to 1966. Availability of these statistics in a computerized database format makes them extremely 
valuable for evaluating in-season fishery performance. 

Inseason determination of the age composition of sockeye salmon entering the principle rivers 
fi-equently provides information helpful in estimating the stock contributions in various fisheries. 
During the 1996 fishery approximately 27,000 sockeye salmon were examined from catch and 
escapement samples 

C 

Operating under the Big River Sockeye Salmon Management Plan adopted in 1989, a small set 
net fishery takes place in June in the northwest corner of the Central District. Between June 1 and 
June 24, ffihing is allowed each Monday, Wednesday and Friday from 7:00 A.M. to 7:00 P.M. 
Permit holders are limited to a single 35-fathom net and the minimum distance between nets is 
1800 feet, three times the normal separation. Targeting an early run of sockeye salmon returning 
to Big River, this fishery also encounters chinook salmon migrating through the area. In the plan, 
the bycatch of chinook is limited to 1,000 fish although harvests in recent years have been well 
below that level. The 1996 fishery produced a catch of 5,000 sockeye, about average, and a 
chinook catch of 135. 

The next ffihery to open i q  the set gill net fishery in the Western Subdistrict of the Central 
District. Harvesting primarily sockeye salmon bound for the Crescent River, this f ~ h e r y  opens on 
the frrst Monday or Friday following June 15th . The fishery has a regular schedule of two 

twelve-hour weekly fishing periods throughout the season unless modified by emergency order. 

Following a period of record returns in the mid '80s, the Crescent River sockeye return has fallen 
off sharply in recent years resulting in closures of the local set net fishery and closing the 

southwest corner of the Central District to drift fishing the last two seasons. Despite the 
restrictions, success in achieving the Crescent River escapement goal has been spotty. When the 
1996 initial escapement rate in the Crescent River fell below the desired level, the set net fishery 
south of Redoubt Point and the drift fishery west of Redoubt Point were closed until further 
notice from July 12 until late July. Although this approach worked well the previous season, the 
1996 return proved to be too weak to achieve a satisfactory escapement level. The final sonar 



count for Crescent River reached 28,729, well below the desired range of 50,000 to 100,000. 

The general f~h ing  season for Upper Cook Inlet except the Central District east side begins the 
first Monday or Friday after June 24. However, a special provision of the regulation calls for 
opening the southern portion of the east side set nets prior to July 1 if the escapement level of 
sockeye salmon in the Kasilof River exceeds 50,000. At the beginning of the 1996 season, this 
event did occur with the Kasilof count topping the 50,000 mark on June 27. The Kasilof Section 
of the east side set net fishery therefore opened along with most of the other fisheries on Friday, 
June 28. The remainder of the east side set net fishery opened on the normal date of July 1. 

- 
Thi5 portion of the season, from July through rnid-August, i9  designated by the Upper Cook Inlet 
Management Plan as the time period in which salmon stocks are to be managed primarily for 
commercial purposes and covers the interval during which nearly all of the commercial harvest 
occurs. Several stocks are identlfred as non-target stocks for the commercial fishery - late-run 
Kenai River chinook, Susitna coho and early-run Kenai coho. Because of the overwhelming 
economic dominance of the sockeye salmon harvest, a fairly complex management program has 
developed centered on this species. An offshore test-fishing program provides inseason 
projections of the overall size of the sockeye return. Sonar counters in the Kenai, Kasilof, Yentna 
and Crescent Rivers as well as weirs in Fish Creek and Packers Creek provide daily estimates of 
instream abundance. Periodic sampling of catches in major fisheries provides age composition 
information, often useful in gauging the run strength of particular stocks. A fairly new genetic 
stock identification (GSI) program is capable of accurately determining the Kenai River 
component in commercial catches although inseason use of this program is very limited. Catches 
from each fishing period are sorted by species, gear and location by buyers and reported to the 
department on the day following the fishery, allowing for extensive use of comparative fishery 
performance data to determine the status of the return. 

Based on past experience and the forecast of expected run-strength of individual stocks, the basic 
management strategy employed for the 1996 season followed the theme developed over the 
preceding decade. In general, it has been found that the sockeye return to the Susitna River 
would not be capable of maintaining a standard two-period-per-week schedule throughout the 
fishing season and still meet the escapement objective set for the Yentna River (the principle 
sockeye-producing tributary of the Susitna). Some reduction of fishing time, particulxly in the 
mixed-stock drift harvest, would be required to adequately protect this stock. In confiat, Kasilof 
and Kenai River sockeye have demonstrated the ability to withstand a full fishing schedule. 
Reducing the Central District rnixed-stock harvest would leave substantial surpluses of these fish 



to be harvested in a more discrete manner, namely in the Central District east side set net fishery 
and by the drift tleet confined to a 3-mile-wide corridor along the east side. Experience had also 
shown that the greatest benefit in reducing the drift harvest of Susitna-bound sockeye could be 
gained from focusing on the period from July 10-15 when northbound fish are at their greatest 
abundance. Harvesting the resulting surpluses of Kenai and Kasilof River sockeye along the east 
side has led to higher harvests of Kenai River chinook and coho salmon. 

The 1996 fshery got off to a quick start with strong early escapement into the Kasilof River 
allowing for the early opening of the southern portion or Kasilof Section of the eastside set nets. 
When the Kasilof escapement rate persisted in staying well ahead of the desired level, additional 
fishing was opened in the Kasilof Section on July 1,2, 9 and 11. Standard practice allows drift 

gillnetting in portions of the three-mile corridor whenever adjacent sections are open for set 
netting but not including those hours from 10:OO P.M. to 5 0 0  A.M. when darkness precludes 
enforcement of the 3-mile line. 6 

The July 10- 15 window to reduce the drift harvest of Susitna sockeye offered two regular periods 
in 1996, the ones scheduled for July 12 and July 15. Sockeye salrnon entering the Central District 
during the fxst half of July are prone to accumulating in rapidly increasing numbers in district 
before suddenly moving in large numbers to their respective rivers around mid month. The best 

results in reducing the Susitna catch can be achieved by restricting the fishing period immediately 
prior to the movement of fish out of the district. Information gathered prior to July 12 indicated 
that sockeye returns in general appeared to be slightly early. Therefore, the drift period scheduled 
for July 12 offered the greatest likelihood of providing the desired protection of northbound fish. 
Accordingly the drift fleet was restricted to fishing only in the 3-mile corridor for the July 12 
regular period. The strategy proved successful when large numbers of fsh  began mavins quickly 
toward their home rivers beginning late Saturday, July 13. Additional fishing time was opened in 
the Kasilof Section beginning July 14 but limited to only those set nets within one mile of shore 
since large numbers of Kenai bound fish were also present on these beaches. The Kenai had not 
as yet experienced any significant escapement. Restricting the additional fishery to only the near 
shore nets favors the harvest of Kasilof-bound fish although the Kenai component is still 
substantial. All areas fished the regular period on Monday, July 15 with the drift fleet having it's 

best period to date, taking 350,000 sockeye, the east side set nets taking 240,000 and the 
Northern District catch increasing from 3,000 on July 12 to 28,000 on July 15. 

During the next week, additional fishing periods were opened on July 16 and 1-7 along the east 
side beach, escapement into the Kenai was initially very strong but began to taper off and early 
escapement counts at Yentna River were very strong. ALI areas fahed the regular period on July 



19. Additional fishing time on the east side was opened from 2:00 P.M. Saturday July 20 until 
5:00 P.M. Sunday, July 21. With Yentna counts beginning to taper off more sharply than had 
been expected, the drift fleet was confined to the southern portion of the Central District for the 
Monday, July 22 period and set netting in the Northern District was closed. Additional fishing 
time was allowed along the east side starting late July 24 and continued into Monday, July 29 to 
slow escapement into both the Kenai and Kasilof Rivers. The drift fshery was restricted by the 
new Northern District Coho Salmon Management Plan to fishing only in the corridor on the July 

26 regular period. Staff had estimated for the Board at the February meeting that the scheduled 
restriction would come on a period that would, on average, produce a catch of approximately 
200,000 sockeye and 25,000 coho and it appears that estimate would have been fairly close for 
this season. Fishing in the corridor that day produced a catch of 85,800 sockeye and 4,000 coho. 
Having assumed that the two drift restrictions and the Northern District closure would adequately 
deal with the declining escapement at Yentna River, all areas were opened for the regular period 
on July 29, the last period that included sockeye salmon as a consideration for management. NQ 
further additional periods were opened along the east side, allowing the Kenai River escapement 
total to build toward the upper end of the goal range and assist in providing f sh  for the Russian 
River which was showing indications of a substandard return. The drift fleet, the eastside set nets 
and the Northern District set nets fished only standard periods for the remainder of the season. 

In accordance with the Packers Creek Sockeye Salmon Management Plan, an additional fshing 
period was opened weekly for set nets on Kalgin Island beginning July 31 when the hatchery- 
enhanced Packers Creek return reached it's peak. Also, under the Fish Creek Sockeye Salmon 

Management Plan, three fishing periods (July 16, 21 and 23) were open for set gillnetting in Knik 
Arm near the terminus of Fish Creek. This fishery was quite successful, harvesting 36,000 
sockeye while taking less than 2,000 coho. 

Final sonar counts for sockeye salmon in the Kenai River reached 797,847 with the peak of 
escapement (1 17,296) occurring on July 15. The midpoint of the monitored escapement was 
reached on July 21. The goal range of 500,000 to 800,000 was satisfied close to the upper limit 
(Table 3). The Kasilof River total of 249,944 was just short of the upper end of the desired range 
of 150,000 to 250,000 with the peak day (28,125) occurring on July 14 and the midpoint reached 

on the same date. The Yentna River counters recorded 90,781 sockeye salmon, short of the 
lower end of the desired range of 100,OO to 150,0000. The peak daily count of 19,675 occurred 
on July 17 while the midpoint was reached on July 18. Fish Creek weir counts for sockeye 
salmon totaled 63,160 with the highest daily count (8,056) observed on July 21 and the midpoint 
of the escapement reached on July 24. 



Chum Salmon 

Chum salrnon returning to Upper Cook Inlet are bound principally for the Susitna River with 
much smaller returns bound for several streams in Knik and Turnagain Arms and along the west 
side of the Central District. The harvest occurs primarily in the drift fishery (87%), the Northern 
District set net fishery (7%) and the Central District west side set net fishery (6%). The timing of 
the Susitna River return significantly overlaps the timing of the sockeye salmon returns and as a 
result, management measures directed at sockeye salmon often-influence the chum salrnon 
harvest. The Susitna River chum salrnon escapement is not measured and no escapement 
objectives are defmed. 

C 

The 1996 harvest of 156,457 chum salrnon was far below the long-term average of over 600,000 
and nearly 400,000 below the previous season. The chum salmon catch, valued at $212,451, 
accounted for just 0.7% of the exvessel value of the salmon ftshery. The fairly conservative 
offshore drift ftshery coupled with the mandatory drift restriction on July 26 under the coho 
management plan contributed to reducing the exploitation of the return and the resulting Susitna 
River escapement was subjectively judged to be poor to fair. 

Chum salmon returns to Central District west side streams were also below average and harvests 
from these areas were below average. The new August 9 closure date for the drift fishery 
precluded any drift effort in Chinitna Bay and the minor set net fishery there was not active due to 
low prices. Chinitna Bay chum stocks were therefore generally unexploited and the resulting 
escapement into Clearwater Creek was quite high. 

Pink Salmon 

Returns to the Susitna and Kenai rivers combine to account for the majority of the pink salrnon 
production in Upper Cook Inlet. Both rivers have abundant returns only in even-numbered years. 
The 1996 pink salmon return produced a harvest of 242,911 fish, far below average for an even- 
numbered year and easily the poorest even-year harvest on record. Pink salmon accounted for 
only 0.1 % of the value of the salmon fishery with an exvessel value of $44,000. No escapement 
objectives exist for even-year pink salmon and this species did not play a significant role in any 
mana$e.ment decision implemented during the 1996 season. Unless pink salrnon are unusually 



abundant, fishermen do not find it profitable to target on this species, actually actively avoiding 
areas of pink sahnon concentrations in order to focus effort on more lucrative species. Given this 
behavior, the exploitation of weak pink salmon returns is thought to be quite low. 

Coho Salmon 

For discussion purposes, it is useful to divide Upper Cook Inlet's diverse coho salmon stocks 
impacted by the commercial fishery into three broad categories. The first category contains those 
stocks bound for the Susitna River and other Northern District streams. These migrate through 

the Central District during the last three weeks of July. The Cook Inlet Salmon Management Plan 
identrfies Susitna River coho salmon as a stock that should experience a minimized commercial 
interception, to the extent consistent with other goals established within the Plan. While simple in 
concept, this directive is much more difficult to implement in practice. The management p l q  

identifies a higher priority for the sustained commercial harvest of sockeye, chum and pink salmon 
stocks, many of which are bound for the same streams at similar times and along similar pathways 
utilized by Susitna River coho salmon stocks. Consequently, these stocks are normally exploited 
at fairly significant levels in the commercial drift and the Northern District set net fsheries. It is 

occasionally possible to time fishery closures aimed principally at stock conservation of sockeye 
salmon to take advantage of peaks in abundance of coho salmon but such opportunities arise too 
m6-equently to consistently meet the Plan objectives. 

The return of early- run Kenai River coho salmon peaks in abundance in early August and is 
intercepted in both the drift and eastside set net fisheries. The allocation status is the same as for 
Susitna coho salmon. Due to the overlap with the Kenai River sockeye salmon return, it is 

d=cult to avoid a substantial interception of this stock in the commercial fishery. 

The third stock grouping consists of a diverse collection of coho salmon returns to the numerous 
streams along the west side of Cook Inlet. Under the management plan, these stocks are managed 
primarily for commercial uses. Fishing time in the west side set net fisheries during August is 
based primarily on the strength of these returns. 

The 1996 coho salmon harvest of 321,411 was equal to long-term average and accounted fur 
2.7% of the exvessel value of the salmon ftshery. In general, coho salmon returns were about 
average and exhibited somewhat early run timing. Many northbound coho moved through the 
Central District along with the peak of the sockeye return, making the July 12 drift restriction for 
northern sockeye particularly effectivp, in reducing the coho catch. Incidental harvest of Kenai- 



bound coho was likely lower than would normally be the case since additional fishing time in the 

east side set net fishery was concluded by July 29, about a week earlier than normal. Freshwater 
abundance of both these stocks is not directly measured but the Yentna sonar index was quite 
high and seemed to be correlated with angler success while Kenai River coho seemed fairly 
abundant in early August but tapered off rapidly. 

The west side coho salmon returns were generally average to above-average and fishing in these 

areas was extended to three weekly periods beginning August 14 for the remainder of the fishing 
season. Late-season effort was very light due to very low prices for coho. 

- 
Chinook Salimn 

The 1996 commercial harvest of 14,248 chinook salmon was well below the long-term average 
and the lowest since 1991. Valued at $403,000, chinook represented 1.4% of the value of the 
salmon fishery, more than pink and chum salmon combined. 

The principle stocks of chinook salmon harvested in the commercial frshery are the return to the 
Susitna River and the late run to the Kenai River. Created by the Board six years previous and 
conducted under the direction of the Northern District King Salmon Management Plan, a minor 
fishery occurs each June for set gillnets in the Northern District. Each participant is allowed one 
35 fathom net and a minimum distance of 1200 feet must be maintained between nets (twice the 
normal distance). Fishing is permitted for 6 hours each Monday in June until the quota of 12,500 
chinook has been harvested or the regular season opens on June 25. Harvest levels approached or 
reached the quota in the first years of the fishery but have declined substantially in recent years as 
Susitna River chinook salmon run strength has dropped. 

In concert with management restrictions of the Northern District recreational fisheries, for the last 
two seasons the commercial fishery has been limited by emergency order to a single fshing 
period. The 1996 fishing period on June 3 produced a catch of 1,679, the smallest catch on 
record for this fishery. 

The other major stock of chinook salmon harvested in the commercial fishery, the late run to the 
Kenai River, generates the greatest controversy in Upper Cook Inlet, pitting Kenai River 
recreational anglers against Upper Subdistrict ("eastside") set netters. An average of over 13,000 
chinook salmon were taken annually during the 1980's in the commercial set net fishery, 
frequently exceeding the sport frsh harvest. Much smaller numbers are taken in the drift gilJ.net 



fishery. 

Throughout the course of the sockeye fishery, the projected spawning escapement of Kenai River 
chinook remained well above the optimum level of 22,300 and, therefore, none of the restrictive 
elements of the Kenai River Late-Run Chinook Salmon Management Plan were invoked. The 
eastside set net catch of 11,400 chinook salmon was about average for this fishery. The harvest 

was spread fairly evenly over the eastside beach areas with Ninilchik (244-21), Cohoe (244-22), 
Kalifonsky (244-30) and Salamatof (244-40) averaging 35, 26, 24 and 15 chinook salmon per 
permit holder, respectively. A total of 58 chinook salmon were reported as retained for personal 
use by commercial fishermen, 43 of those coming from the Central District eastside set net 
fishery. - 

1997 COMMERCIAL SALMON FISHERY e 

The commercial harvest of 4.5 million salrnon in Upper Cook Inlet in 1997 was just slightly below the 
previous year and about 500,000 fish above the long-term average. A modest improvement in the 
sockeye salrnon harvest coupled with a stable sockeye price produced an overall exvessel value of 
$32.4 million, up $2.7 million from 1996. 

The Alaska Board of Fisheries made several changes to the Upper Cook Inlet commercial fishing 
regulations for the 1997 season that directly affected the commercial fshery. The Kenai River 
sockeye salmon sonar goal, as defined in 5 AAC 21.360 Kenai River Late Run Sockeye Salmon 
Management Plan, changed from a range of 550,000 to 800,000 to a new range of 550,000 to 
825,000 for the 1997season and 550,000 to 850,000 beginning with the 1998 season. The new 
goals can be reduced by the Board in the future if "non-commercial fishing, after consideration of 
mitigation efforts, results in a net loss of habitat units on the Kenai River...". 

The Board amended the Northern District Chinook Salmon Management Plan by closing that 
portion of the Northern District from one mile south of the Theodore River to the Susitna River 
during the directed king salmon fishery in early June. 

The Board delayed the start of the fshing season for set gillnetting in the East Forelands and 
Kenai Sections of the Upper Subdistrict (that portion north of the Blanchard Line) until the first 
regular period on or after July 8. The set gdlnetting season would now end earlier in all sections 
of the Upper Subdistrict with the season closing date being the first regular period on or after 
August 10 rather than a ivied closing date of August 15. 



Under new regulations, Upper Subdistrict setnetters could now register and obtain buoy stickers 
in groups, which allows the use of a buoy sticker trailer buoy with any of the nets belonging to 
multiple permit holders as long as they are registered as a group. 

Sockeye S a l m n  

The 1997 commercial harvest of nearly 4.2 million sockeye salmon represents the eighth highest catch 
on record and B approximately 1.8 million fish higher than the long-t&n average but nearly a million 
fish below the average of the preceding ten years. The catch fell 1.1 million fish short of the forecast 
harvest of 5.3 million and was valued at $31.4 &on or 97% of the total fishery. As has become 

commonplace, prices paid for sockeye were very low early in the season ($0.75 per pound) b;t 
eventually equaled the 1996 price of $1.15 per pound, generally paid retroactively to the beginning of 
the season. The distribution of the harvest between drift (52.6%) and set net gear (47.4%) was shifted 
in favor of set nets by a few percentage points from the long-term average, due at least in part to the 
fj~hing pattern that provided fewer unrestricted drift periods. 

The 1997 Big River fishery produced a catch of 2,400 sockeye, the lowest on record for this fishery 
and less than half the average, and a chinook catch of just 86, the lowest on record. Effort was 
atypically light with just 10 permits making landings at the peak of the fishery. Past years had seen 

effort levels peak at about 20 permits. 

The next fishery to open was the set gill net fishery in the Western Subdistrict of the Central District. 
Harvesting primarily sockeye salmon bound for the Crescent River, this fishery opens on the first 
Monday or Friday following June 1 5 ~ .  Based largely on the very poor escapement achieved in 1996, 
the management strategy for 1997 was more pre-emptive in nature, with the Western Subdistrict south 
of Redoubt Point closed to set netting and drift fishing restricted to east of 152 degrees 25 minutes N 
lat. beginning June 30 when the Crcscent River sonar counters were installed. Initial escapement 

values were quite good and the f3hery restrictions were lifted beginning July 14, The Crescent River 
escapement totaled 70,768 sockeye salmon, comfortably w i t h  the 50,000 - 100,000 fish goal range. 
?'he Western Subdistrict sockeye salmon harvest was just under 12,GOG fish, the worst year on record. 
Lirnnological samples gathered from Crescent Lake throughout the. summer revealed that zooplankton 
populations remain severely depressed and the short-term outlook for sockeye salmon production from 
this system remains bleak. 



The seneral fishing season for Upper Cook Inlet except the Central District east side begins the first 
Monday or Friday after June 24. However, a special provjsion of the regulation calls for opening the 
southern portion of the east side set nets (the Kasilof Section) prior to July 1 if the escapement level of 
sockeye salmon in the Kasilof River exceeds 50,000. At the beginning of the 1997 season, this event 
did occur with the Kasilof count topping the 50,000 mark on June 25. The Kasilof Section therefore 
opened along with most of the other fisheries on Friday, June 27. The remainder of the east side set 
net fishery (the Kenai and East Foreland Sections) opened on the new regulatory date of July 11 (the 
first regular period on or after July 10.) 

Based on past experience and the forecast of expected run-strength of individual stocks, the basic 
management strategy employed for the 1997 season followed the theme developed over the preceding 
decade - limiting offshore drift catches to insure adequate passage of fish into the Northern District and 
deal with the remaining surpluses in the drift corridor and east side set net fisheries. The strong, early 
escapement into the Kasilof River that allowed for the early opening of the Kasilof Section of t@ 
eastside set nets persisted in staying well ahead of the desired level and additional fishing was opened in 
the Kasilof Section on July 2, July 4-5, and July 7-10. Standard practice allowed drift gillnetting in 

portions of the three-mile corridor whenever adjacent sections are open for set netting but not 
including those hours from 10:OO P.M. to 5:00 A.M. when darkness precludes enforcement of the 3- 
mile line. 

The July 10-15 "WirIdow" coinciding with the peak abundance in the Central District of Susitna 
sockeye encompassed two regular periods in 1997, the ones scheduled for July 11 and July 14. With 
run-timing appearing to be slightly early, the drrft period scheduled for July 11 appeared to offer the 
greatest likelihood of providing the desired protection of northbound fish. Accordingly the drift fleet 
was restricted to fishing only in the 3-mile corridor for the July 11 regular period. The strategy proved 
successful when significant numbers of fish began moving quickly toward their home rivers beginning 
July 10. Additional fishing time for both set and drift nets was opened in the Kenai and Kasilof 
Sections on July 13 to stem the rapidly k i n g  escapement levels in both the Kenai and Kasilof Rivers. 
All areas fished the regular period on Monday, July 14 with the drift fleet having it's best period to 
date, taking just under 300,000 sockeye, the east side set nets taking 65,000 and the Northern District 
catch increasing from 17,000 on July 11 to 30,000 on July 14. 

During the next week, an additional fishing period was opened on July 17 in the Kenai and Kasilof 
Sections, as escapement into the Kenai remained strong. Early escapement counts at Yentna fiver 
were strong but faded after a few days. In order to provide additional protection to Susitna-bound fish, 
the drift fleet was restricted to the corridor for the regular period on Friday, July 18 and the Northern 
District was closed. Additional fishing time in the Kenai and Lzsilof Sections was permitted from July 



19 until the regular period on July 21 when the drift fleet was again restricted to the conidor and the 
Northern District closed as daily Yentna River counts remained light. Through July 20, the Yentna had 
achieved only 50% of the minimum counts required, the Kenai had achieved its' minimum goal and the 
Kasilof was well within its' desired range. Beginning at noon, July 23 the Kenai and Kasilof Sections 
were opened and remained opened nearly constantly through August 4 as maximum goals were 
achieved in both the Kenai and Kasilof Rivers. The drift fleet was confined to the corridor for the 
regular period on July 28 in accordance with the provisions of the Northern District Coho Salmon 
Management Plan. Yentna River counts improved sharply on July 21 and no further actions were 

necessary as the upper end of the desired escapement range was achieved and ultimately exceeded. 

Under the Fish Creek Sockeye Salmon Management Plan, three fishing periods (July 15, 20 and 22) 
were scheduled to be open for set gillnetting in Knik Arm near the terminus of Fish Creek. When poor 
fishing results from the first two periods coupled with vely poor escapement values in Fish Creek 
indicated a substandar'd return, the final period was closed and personal use dipnetting within the creek 
suspended. The commercial harvest of just 13,000 sockeye was one of the smallest harvests on record 
and the catch of 117 coho salmon was by far the smallest on record, reflecting the early end to the 
fishery and late run-timing and poor run-strength for coho. 

Final sonar counts for sockeye salmon in the Kenai River reached 1,064,818 with the peak daily count 
(84,110) and the midpoint both occurring on July 18. The goal range of 500,000 to 825,000 was 
exceeded by a substantial margin. The Kasilof River total of 266,025 exceeded the upper end of the 
desired range of 150,000 to 250,000 with the peak day (13,026) occurring on June 26 and the 
midpoint reached on July 4. The Yentna River counters recorded 157,822 sockeye salmon, exceeding 

for the first time the upper end of the desired range of 100,OO to 150,0000. The peak daily count of 
10,491 occurred on July 22 while the midpoint was reached on July 24. Fish Creek weir counts for 
sockeye salmon totaled 54,656 with the highest daily count (5,105) observed on July 24 and the 
midpoint of the escapement reached on July 3 1. 

Chum Salnwn 

The 1997 harvest of 103,036 chum salmon was lowest on record, far below the long-term average of 
jlist under 600,000. The chum salmon catch, valued at $143,000, accounted for just 0.4% of the 
exvessel value of the salmon fishery. The vely conservative offshore drift fishery coupled with the 
mandatory drift restriction on July 27 under the coho management plan contributed to reducing the 
exploitation of the return and the resulting Yentna River apportioned escapement, while poor, was not 
as bad as the harvest would suggest. The 1997 return was no doubt poor in strength, as many recent 



chum salrnon returns have been, but was subjected to very light harvest pressure. 

Pink Salmon 

The 1997 pink salmon return produced a harvest of 70,928 fish, about average for an odd-numbered 
year. Pink salmon accounted for less than 0.1% of the value of the salmon fishery with an exvessel 
value of $12,000. No escapement objectives exist for odd-year pink salmon and this species did not 
play a role in any management decision implemented during the 1997 season. Unless pink salmon are 
unusually abundant, fi~hermen do not find it profitable to target on this species, actually actively 
avoiding areas of pink salmon concentrations in order to focus effort on more lucrative species. Given 
this behavior, the exploitation of weak pink salmon returns is thought t& quite low. 

Coho Salnwn 
C 

The 1997 coho salmon harvest of 152,404 was the lowest in 25 years and was about half of the long- 
telm average. Coho salmon accounted for 1.3% of the exvessel value of the salmon fishery. In 
general, coho salmon returns were well below averagc in run strength and exhibited somewhat late run 
timing. District-wide drift periods were too infrequent to define the peak of abundance of Susitna- 
bound f ~ h  but exploitation was undoubtedly light due to the sockeye-related restrictions both in the 
drift fleet and the Northern District set net fisheries. Although coho abundance monitoring in 
freshwater systems is very limited, by early August all signs were pointing to very weak coho salmon 
returns. Despite the limited commercial exploitation due to sockeye-related restrictions, coho 
abundance appeared very poor in virtually all systems. In response, all Upper Cook Inlet commercial 
fishing was closed for the season on August 7 and all freshwater recreational fisheries except those 
targeting hatchery fish were limited to no bait and a single fish bag limit. Because escapement 

monitoring is so limited, it is di£ticult to measure the success of the fishery restrictions. Word-of-mouth 
input described instream coho abundance ranging from good to poor. 

Chinook Salnwn 

The 1997 commercial harvest of 13,235 chinook salrnon was well beJ.ow thz long-term average and the 
lowest since 1984. Valued at $365,000, chinook represented 1.1% of the value of the salmon fishery, 
more than pink and chum salrnon combined. 



I11 concert with management restrictions of the Northern District recreational fiqheries, for the last 
several seasons the commercial fishery has been limited by emergency order to a single fishing period. 
In 1997, the fishing period on June 2 produced a catch of 834, a very light catch influenced by poor 
tidal and weather conditions. When freshwater abundance of many stocks, particularly the Deshka 
River, proved to be very strong, the final scheduled period on June 23 was opened by emergency order 
although only a modest number of fish (47) were taken. 

Throughout the course of the 1997 sockeye fishery the projected spawning escapement of Kenai River 
chinook remained well above the optimum level of 22,300 and, therefore, none of the restrictive 
elements of the Kenai River Late-Run Chinook Salmon Management Plan were invoked. The eastside 
set net catch of 11,281 chinook salrnon was about average for this fishery. The harvest was spread 
fairly evenly over the eastside beach areas with Ninilchik (244-21), Cohoe (244-22), Kalrfonsky (244- 
30) and Salarnatof (244-40) averaging 25, 27, 24 and 17 chinook salmon per permit holder, 
respectively. A total of 57 chinook salrnon were reported as retained for personal use by commercial 
fishermen, 44 of those coming from the Central District eastside set net fishery. 

1998 COMMERCIAL SALMON FISHERY 

The commercial harvest of just over 2.0 million salmon in Upper Cook Inlet in 1998 was less than half 
that of the previous year and about half the long-term average. A dramatic drop in the sockeye salmon 
harvest resulted in a much reduced exvessel value of $9.5 million, down $22.9 from 1997 and the 
lowest exvessel value since 1975. 

The Alaska Board of Fisheries made only one change to the Upper Cook Inlet commercial fshing 
regulations for the 1998 season that directly affected the commercial fshery. The Kenai River 

sockeye salmon sonar goal, as defined in 5 AAC 21.360 Kenai River Sockeye Salmon 
Management Plan, changed from a range of 550,000 to 825,000 to a new range of 550,000 to 
850,000 for the 1998 season, the last of three scheduled incremental increases in the upper end of 
the goal. 

Sockeye Salmon 

The 1998 commercial harvest of just over 1.2 million sockeye salrnon represents the poorest catch in 
nearly 20 years, is approximately a half million fish lower than the long-term average and is only 26% 



of the average of the preceding ten years. The catch way less than half of the forecast harvest of 2.5 
d o n  and was valued at $8.8 million or 92.6% of the total fiyhery. As has become commonplace, 
prices paid for sockeye were very low early in the season ($0.75 per pound) but eventually equaled the 
1997 price of $1.15 per pound, generally paid retroactively to the beginning of the season. The 
distribution of the harvest between drift (49.2%) and set net gear (50.8%) was shifted in favor of set 
nets by 6 percentage points from the long-term average. 

The first targeted sockeye salmon fishery of the season, the small set net fishery at Big River, produced 
a catch of 2,600 sockeye, one of the poorer harvests on record for tlus fishery and less than half the 
average, and a chinook catch of just 78, the lowest on record. Effort was atypically light with just 7 
permits making landings at the peak of the fishery. Past years had sees effort levels peak at about 20 
permits. 

The next fishery to open was the set gill net &hery in the Western Subdistrict of the Central District 
Harvesting primarily sockeye salmon bound for the Crescent River, this Gshery opens on the first 
Monday or Friday following June 15". Based largely on the successful attainment of the goal at 
Crescent River in 1997, the management strategy for 1998 was similar, being pre-emptive in nature 
with the Western Subdistrict south of Redoubt Point closed to set netting and drift fishing restricted to 
east of 152 degrees 25 minutes N lat. beginning June 26, just prior to instailation of the Crescent River 
sonar counters. Initial escapement values were mediocre but increased markedly in rnid-July and the 
fishery restrictions were lifted beginning July 20. The Crescent River escapement totaled 62,257, 
comfortably within the 50,000 - 100,000 fish goal range. The Western Subdistrict sockeye salmon 
harvest was just under 20,000 fish, less than half the long-term average but nearly double the previous 
year's harvest in this area. An ongoing program of gathering lirnnological samples from Crescent Lake 
throughout the summer continued to profile zooplankton populations that remain severely depressed. 

The general fishing season for Upper Cook Inlet except the Central District east side begins the first 
Monday or Friday after June 24. The southern portion (Kasilof Section) of the east side set nets opens 
on the f ~ s t  regular period beginning July 1 while the northern portion (Kenai and East Foreland 
Sections) begins Gshing on the first regular period on or after July 8. A special provision of the 
regulation calls for opening the Kasilof Section prior to July 1 if the escapement level of sockeye 

salmon 111 the Kasilof River exceeds 50,000. At the beginning of the 1998 season, the Kasilof count 
exceeded the 50,000 mark on June 29 and the Iiasilof Section set nets were open for the regular period 
occurring on that date. The remainder of the east side set net bhery (the Kenai and East Foreland 
Sections) opened on the regulatory date of July 10 (the first regular period on or after July 8.) 



The strong, early escapement into the Kasilof River that allowed for the early opening of the Kasilof 
Section of the eastside set nets persisted in staying well ahead of the desired level and additional fishing 
was opened in the Kasilof Section on July 11 and July 15. Standard practice allows drift gillnetting in 
the offshore portions of this corridor whenever adjacent sections are open for set netting but not 
including those hours from 10:OO P.M. to 5:00 A.M. when darkness precludes enforcement of the 
offshore boundary. The east side-oriented drift area had for many years been comprised of a corridor 
along the Kenai Peninsula following the contours of the beach and having an offshore boundary of 3 
miles. The three-mile contour boundary required use of a patrol vessel for enforcement, was dacult 
for fshermen to locate precisely and included some waters thought to be prone to mixed stock catches. 
Extensive discussions between st&, enforcement officers and fishermen prior to the season resulted in 

an offshore boundary described by a series of Exed points. While the new line closely resembled the 
old three-mile boundary, provisions were made to exclude potential mixed stock areas, add waters 
thought to provide target stock catches, and remain as user-friendly as possible for fishermen 
attempting to drift within the line while dealing with rapid tidal flow. Use of GPS navigatiqn 

technology allowed fshermen to determine the location of the line with high precision and allowed 
enforcement to utilize patrol aircraft to take the place of vessels for much of the time. The new line 
was adopted by emergency order at the beginning of the season and was utilized whenever east side- 
limited drift fishing was employed. The results appeared to be very satisfactory for all involved 
although the weak return of Kenai River sockeye salmon precluded substantial use of the new 
boundary. The new line definition, slightly altered based on the experience of 1998, will be considered 
by the Board of Fisheries for permanent adoption into regulation prior to the 1999 fishing season. 

The July 10-15 "window" coinciding with the peak abundance in the Central District of Susitna 
sockeye encompassed two regular periods in 1998, the ones scheduled for July 10 and July 13. 
Assessment of timing suggested the greatest savings of north-bound sockeye was likely to occur on the 
July 13 period and the drift fleet was restricted to fishing only in the east side corridor for that period. 
The expected rapid increase in escapement began occurring on July 15 with sonar counts escalating in 
the Kenai and Kasilof Rivers on July 16. With initial escapements proceeding satisfactorily, all areas 
fished the regular period on Friday, July 17 with the drift fleet having it's best period to date, taking 
187,000 sockeye, the east side set nets taking 149,000 and the Northern District catch increasing from 
2,000 on July 13 to 20,000 on July 17. 

The fishing period results were illuminating. The drift catch was considerably lower than might be 
expected given the date and the forecast run-strength. It was the first strong indicator that the Kenai 
River return might be below expectations. The Northern District catch was also disappointing and 
indicated that additional management measures might be required to assure adequate Yentna River 
escapement. 



After the initial entry of sockeye into the Kenai (a daily count of 36,000 on July 17), daily counts 
subsided on following days and, given the poor results of the July 17 fishing period, the period 
scheduled for Monday, July 20 was closed for the drift fleet, the Northern District set nets and all east 
side set nets except for those in the Kasilof Section within '/2 mile of shore. Although Kenai entry had 
begun to improve by the end of the week, the cumulative count had only reached 250,000 by July 23 
and offshore test fishing daily indices were not indicating a substantial buildup of fish entering the 
Central District. After three consecutive days of strong counts at the Yentna River counter on July 19- 
2 1, counts there also began to tail off. The scheduled fishing period on Friday, July 24 was closed for 
drifting and the east side set nets and the periods on Monday, July 27 and Friday, July 31 closed to 
drifting, the east side set nets and the Northern District set nets. It should be noted here that the 
Board-mandated restriction of the July 27 drift period under the Northern District Coho Salmon 
Management Plan became moot when the drift fishery for that period was closed in it's entirety for 
sockeye conservation reasons by emergency order. Rapid entry of fish into the Kenai and Kasilof 
beghing July 3 1 triggered fishing time for the east side set nets and corridor drifting over the weekend 
and all areas fished the remaining regular periods as escapement goals in all major systems were 
attained or exceeded. The lhsilof escapement totaled 273,213, above the desired range of 150,000- 
250,000. The Kenai sonar count reached 767,558, well within the desired range of 550,000-850,000 
and the final Yentna count was 119,623, near the midpoint of the 100,000-150,000 g o d  

Under the Fish Creek Sockeye Salmon Management Plan, three fishing periods (July 19, 21 and 26) 
were scheduled to be open for set gillnetting in Knik Arm near the terminus of Fish Creek. When very 
poor fishing results from the first period coupled with very poor escapement values in Fish Creek 
indicated a substandard return, the remaining two periods were closed and personal use dip netting 
within the creek suspended. The commercial harvest of just 2,600 sockeye was the smallest on record 
and the catch of 548 coho salrnon one of the smallest on record, as might be expected with the severely 
truncated fishery. The Fish Creek sockeye salmon escapement totaled just 22,853, less than half of the 
50,000 fish goal. 

The 1998 harvest of 95,654 chum salmon was lowest on record, far below the long-term average of 
just under 600,000 and just slightly below the previous year's harvest. The chum salmon catch, valued 
at $127,000, accounted for just -1.3% of the exvessel value of the salmon fishery. The extraordinarily 

conservative offshore drift and Northern District set net fisheries afforded a great deal of protection to 
the poor chum return. The Yentna River apportioned escapement remained rather poor although many 



reports were received from recreational anglers throughout the Susitna River drainage that chum 
abundance was considerably higher than it had been in many years. The 1998 return was most likely 
poor in strength, as many recent chum salmon returns have been, but was subjected to extremely very 
light harvest pressure. 

Pink Salmon 

The 1998 pink salmon return produced a harvest of 551,260 fish, the highest even-year catch since 
1992 but only about 40% of the long-term average even-year harvest. Pink salmon accounted for 

1.0% of the value of the salmon fishery with an exvessel value of $96,000. No escapement objectives 
exist for pink salmon and this species did not play a direct role in any management decision 
implemented during the 1998 season. Unless pink salrnon are unusually abundant, fishermen do not 
find it profitable to target on this species, actually actively avoiding areas of pink salrnon concentratiorp 
in order to focus effort on more lucrative species. Given this behavior and the extremely restrictive 
nature of the 1998 fishery due to poor sockeye returns, the exploitation of the various pink salmon 
returns is thought to be very modest. Informal observations in both the Susitna and Kenai drainages 
indicated that spawner abundance was the highest in many years. 

Coho Salmon 

The 1998 coho salrnon harvest of 160,644 was about half of the long-term average. Coho salmon 
accounted for $28 1,000 or 1.3% of the exvessel value of the salmon fishery. In general, coho salmon 
returns appeared to be average in run strength. Due to widespread sockeye salrnon conservation 

concerns, district-wide drift and set net fishing periods were too infrequent to define the peak of 
abundance of Susitna-bound fish but exploitation was undoubtedly unusually light in both the drift and 
set net fisheries. Word-of-mouth input described instream coho abundance ranging from good to 
excellent throughout Upper Cook Inlet drainages. 

The 1998 commercial harvest of 7,997 chinook salrnon was less than half the long-term average and 
the lowest since 1975. Valued at $200,000, chinook represented 2.1% of the value of the salmon 
fiqheiy, rou@dy equal to pink and chum salmon combined. 



It has been the policy of the Board to maintain the balance between user groups defrned in the 
Northern District Chinook Salmon Management Plan when dealing with the rise and fall in abundance 
of Northern District chinook stocks on an annual basis through Department-generated emergency 
orders. For 1998, with an outlook of improved general run strength, harvest potential in sport fisheries 
were slightly liberalized (primarily by the reopening of the Deshka River fishery) and the commercial 
fishery, which had been limited to a single fiqhing period during poor runs, was allowed a second 
period. The harvest of just over 2,000 chinook salmon in the commercial fishe~y was rather modest as 
it appeared overall run strength was very good, and escapement objectives were achieved or exceeded 
in nearly all monitored streams. 

- 
During the latter part of July, the projected spawning escapement of late-run Kenai River chinook fell 
below the target level of 22,300, prompting a no-bait restriction in the recreational fishery on July 23. 
When projections failed to improve by July 28, the restriction was expanded to catch-and-release, 
Restriction of the commercial set net fishery was not called for under the management plan, a moot 
point since extended closures of this fishery were in place to conserve sockeye salmon. Late entry of 
chinook pushed the final spawning escapement level to more than 28,000, well above the optimum 
target. The recreational harvest is estimated to be 5,981 and the eastside set net harvest totaled 5,039. 



STOCK STATUS AND OUTLOOK 

In general, Upper Cook Inlet's salmon stocks remain in good condition although several areas merit 
some discussion. The overall return of sockeye salmon in 1998 was below expectations and the 
harvest level of only 1.2 million is considered very poor. Generally, it appeared that marine rearing 
conditions were less than optimal and, should these conditions persist, overall production will remain 
below recent levels. Monitoring of sockeye salmon fiy abundance in the freshwater rearing areas of the 
Kenai River indicate a more acute problem for that system. Based on the number of fry observed in 
Kenai and Skilak Lakes in recent years indicates ttus system will have very poor returns in both 1999 
and 2000. A significant upturn should occur in 2001. After experiencing record-level returns through 
the mid to late '801s, the Crescent River sockeye salrnon run declined dramatically and has remained 
vely poor. Limnological assessment work done in the past four years clearly indicates a dramatic drop 
in available zooplankton in Crescent Lake, which is no doubt responsible for the lack of juvenile fish 
production. The drop in zooplankton appears to be the result of increased turbidity in the lake, limiting 
light penetration and p~imay productivity. The Department is reducing the biological escapement goal 
(BEG) for this system from a range of 50,000 to 100,000 to a range of 25,000 to 50,000, reflecting the 
decreased capability of this system to rear juvenile fish. Staff will continue to monitor rearing 
conditions in Crescent Lake and adjust spawning escapement gods if conditions change. Recent 

returns of sockeye salrnon to Fish Creek in Knik Arm have been relatively poor, particularly the 1998 
return which experienced minimal harvest and produced less than 50% of the desired escapement. No 
causative factors for these poor returns are apparent and the outlook for this system is unknown. For 
1999, the expected total return of sockeye salrnon is forecast to be 3.5 million and the harvest should 
equal 2.0 million. 

Chum salrnon production has been relatively poor in recent years, in part due to after-effects of the 
catastrophic 1986 fall flooding of the Susitna Basin, but likely also due to poor general environmental 
factors. Chum salmon stocks throughout central Alaska have shown a similar drop in productivity. 
While the Department lacks quantitative escapement information, chum salmon escapement has 
undoubtedly been augmented by management actions or regulatory changes aimed principally at other 
species. Significant reductions in offshore drift and Northern District set net fishing time to conserve 
Yentna River sockeye, the adoption of a Northem District Coho Salmon Management Plan further 
limiting these two f~heries, lack of a directed chum salmon fishery in Chinitna Bay due to market 
conditions, and reduced efforts aimed at chum salrnon in the drift fishery due to low abundance and 
value have combined to signifcantly reduce chum exploitation and no further major conservation 
measures aimed specifically at chum salmon appear to be warranted. 



Until thus past season, the situation with Upper Cook Inlet's pink salmon stocks closely paralleled that 
of chum salmon. Since the late So's, pink salmon runs had been greatly reduced in strength and 
chanses in management practices and regulations served to greatly limit harvest. The 1998 returns, 
however, saw a major increase in pink abundance in both the Susitna and Kenai River drainages. 
While harvest was severely limited, much improved freshwater abundance was readily apparent. While 
the 1998 returns cannot be characterized as strong, they did represent a major improvement over 
recent return$. 

Upper Cook Met's coho salmon stocks generally produced very strong returns throughout most of the 
1980's and early 1990's but the 1997 return appeared to be quite substandard in most drainages. 
Fortunately, the weak 1997 return appears to have been a singular eventwith most observed returns in 
1998 being much improved. Downturns in Kenai River coho salmon smolt production appear to be 
reversing but careful monitoring of this stock will continue. Staff will be requesting the Board to 
consider a suite of options aimed at improving coho escapement in Knik Arfn. 6 

After expeliencing a significant downturn in the early to mid '90s, Northern District chinook salmon 
stocks continue to trend significantly upward and no generalized conservation issues are currently 
applicable. Late-run Kenai River chinook salmon returns have been relatively stable and escapement 
objectives have been consistently achieved. The staff will request the Board to consider adoption of a 
more simplified management plan for this stock that more accurately reflects 
inseason management capabilities. 



Table 1 .  Upper Cook Inlet commercial salmon harvest by species, 1954- 1998. 

Year Chinook Sockeye Coho Pink Chum Total 
2,189,207 5 10,068 4,291,626 

Average 

45 Year 19,95 1 2,383,3 15 3 18,056 709,328 57 1,628 4,002,279 

10 Year 16,587 4,045,903 370,327 300,166 233,439 4,966,421 







Figure 1. Upper Cook Inlet Salmon Subdistricts 
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